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The Habitual Rhythms of Becoming-Involved: Insights into 
participation experiences in urban spaces by children with 
diverse mobility 
 
Lisa Stafford, Barbara Adkins and Jill Franz 
 
Abstract 
This chapter reports on a study1 that reveals the essence of participation in urban 
spaces by ten children who live with various physical conditions: Muscular 
Dystrophy, Cerebral Palsy, and Autoimmune Rheumatic Diseases. These 
conditions affect muscle and movement differently resulting in diverse ways in 
which children move through space (personal mobility). The children at the time of 
the research were 9-12 years of age residing in South-east Queensland, Australia. 
The approach and methods selected for this study, interpretive phenomenological 
inquiry and grounded theory, were chosen for their capacity to capture the 
complexity and multiple interactions of the child’s urban living. The confronting 
and poignant accounts by children and their families of their experiences produced 
a new way of understanding the concept of participation, as a ‘journey of becoming 
involved.’ Their accounts of performing everyday routines (e.g. leaving home, 
getting in and out of the car, and entering places) in urban spaces (neighbourhood 
streets, schools, open spaces, shopping centres, and hospitals) revealed differences 
in the way settings were experienced. These differences were associated with the 
interplay between the body, space and context. Where interplays were problematic, 
explicit decisions about children’s involvement were made. These decisions were 
described in terms of ‘avoid going’, ‘pick and choose’, ‘discontinue’, ‘accept’, or 
‘contest.’ What these decisions mean is some spaces are avoided, some journeys 
are discontinued, and some barriers encountered in journeys are normalised as 
everyday experiences, i.e. ‘tolerable discrimination’. These actions resulted in 
experiences of non-participation or partial–tokenistic participation. The key 
substantive contribution of the research lies in the identification of points in 
children’s journeys that shape participation experience. These points identify 
where future interventions in policy, programming and design can be made to 
make real and sustaining changes to lives of children and their families in 
geographies crucial to urban living. 
 
Key Words: Children, mobility, physical disability, children’s participation, urban 
spaces, embodiment, phenomenology.  






1.  Introduction  
 ‘Children’s participation’ is a concept widely discussed throughout childhood 
and urban studies, however what this concept means and how it is experienced by 
children with diverse abilities is largely unknown in the broad literature2.  The need 
to build this knowledge from the direct experiences of children with diverse 
abilities was also identified, as their voices have often been absent.3 This paper 
reveals participation to be a ‘Journey of Becoming Involved’ by children with 
diverse mobility and their family in their everyday lifeworld. To begin with, the 
paper will briefly outline the theoretical and methodological approach that 
informed the study of ‘children’s participation’ before describing the essential 
qualities of the ‘journey’. 
 
2.  Theoretical Approach to ‘Children’s Participation’ 
The emergent interactional model of disability has re-asserted the concepts of 
the body and embodiment in studying disability and emancipation. Hughes and 
Patterson4 view the body as an ‘experiencing agent;’ a ‘site of meaning and source 
of knowledge about the world’ that aids understanding a person’s embodiment. 
Shakespeare5 also believes that focusing on the ‘interaction between the person, the 
environment and the context holds the key to improving the participation 
experience of people living with impairment.’ This study brings together three 
different but related theoretical-philosophical positions that form the framework to 
understanding participation as a phenomenon of human experience. 
 The foundational work of Lewin’s6 study of the person and the environment 
provides an overarching framework for understanding experience in a holistic and 
integrative way. Enabling greater scrutiny of the person as body is Merleau-
Ponty’s7 concept of the habitual body (body-subject): ‘I am conscious of my body 
via the world and I am conscious of the world through the medium of my body.’ 
According to Merleau-Ponty our point of reference in the world is through our 
corporeal schema (body-subject), which guides our body’s movement 
unthinkingly.8 Conflict encountered between one’s habitual body and the body-in-
moment can immobilise one’s motility and profoundly disturb our reference in 
one’s world when the body cannot adjust unthinkingly.9  
How children live with their world is understood from the perspective of 
Geographical Phenomenology. Seamon’s10  typology of ‘habitual movements of 
everyday life’ (Body Ballet, Time, Space, Body Routine, and Place Ballet) helps to 
reveal our sense of place in our world. The concept of sense of place is further 
understood through Relph’s 11  model of Insideness/Outsideness. In conjunction, 
Lang’s12 concept of Inhabiting helps to reveal intentionality to transform space to 
place by children and their families through the act of incorporation. Combined, 
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these phenomenological concepts (refer to Image 1) provide a means to reveal and 




Image 1: The applied phenomenological lenses. 
Image courtesy of Lisa Stafford. 
 
3. Method  
Three research questions framed the approach and analysis: 1) what are the 
different ways children experience participation in urban spaces; 2) how are these 
differences in participation (re)produced through body-space interactions; and 3) 
why do children with disabilities experience what they do? The methodologies, the 
Interpretive Phenomenological Lifeworld approach13 and Grounded Theory,14 were 
adopted to reveal the implicit meaning of children’s participation from everyday 
experiences in their world.  Together, they provided the capacity to capture the 
complexity, differences and multiple interactions of body-space-context that are 
experienced in the urban world, and in doing so, help generate new knowledge.  
The child participants were theoretically sampled to attempt to reflect the 
diversity in mobility that exists within the label ‘physical disability’. Non-
government organisations provided access and in-kind support with recruitment. 
The ten children represent five ways in which the body moves through space 
(habitual mobility): walks unaided (n = 2), walks but tired over distances (n = 2), 
walks with crutches (n=1), moves by self-driving power wheelchairs (n=4); and 
moves by manual wheelchair pushed by others (n = 1) (refer to Image 2).  
 




Image 2: Diversity in bodies and mobility of the participants. 
Image courtesy of Lisa Stafford. 
 
The six children who used mobility aids habitually, revealed they regard these 
aids as part of their body, their ‘habitual body,’ as is illustrated by P1.15  
 
Int: Ok, so we would use one of these then? [showed wheelchair picture] 
P1: No, we walk.  
M1: Yeah but you use a wheelchair. 
P1: Oh yeah, oh so that’s my wheelchair? 
Int: Yeah. 
M1: You wheel down, you don’t walk? 
P1: Oh, that’s silly.  
 
The diversity of the children and their needs informed the design and delivery 
of the data generation, specifically the need to, accommodate the range of physical 
needs, be sensitive to the physical and emotional comfort of participants, 
accommodate the many ways in which children express themselves.16  Consent 
gathering was undertaken in the pre-interview meeting, which also enabled specific 
needs of children to be identified in order to further adapt methods.  
Data generation occurred over three visits in 2010-11 within the children’s 
homes and were designed and implemented as activity-based interviews17 (refer to 
Image 3) to elicit meaning and felt experience as understood by the participants. 
The semi-structured interviews occurred throughout each activity and were built 
upon over the course of the research. 
 





Image 3: Activities used in data generation. 
Image courtesy of Lisa Stafford. 
 
Data analysis was undertaken using a grounded theory coding process and 
phenomenological lifeworld approach to identify themes, meaning and 
interconnections emergent from the narrative in the data. The final purpose of the 
analysis was to uncover the essential phenomenological meaning; in this case this 
meant reaching an understanding of participation as a journey of becoming 
involved: 
 
Int: It’s really about capturing what the problem is; you can’t just deal with one 
thing and not the other as we were talking about. It’s a journey and it’s 
capturing that and what are still the issues. 
M5: Yes it becomes one whole picture. 
 
4. Journey of Becoming Involved 
The accounts of performing everyday routines (e.g. leaving home, getting in 
and out of the car, and entering places) in urban spaces (neighbourhood, street, 
school, open spaces, shopping centres, and hospital) reveal that the phenomenon of 
participation is understood as a journey of becoming involved. The structure of 
meaning of the ‘journey’ consists of performing four sequential and interdependent 
lived movements (pre-journey, onset, gaining entry, once inside spaces outside the 
The Habitual Rhythms of Becoming-Involved  
__________________________________________________________________ 
6 
family home) to inhabit urban spaces. In reflecting on their experiences, the 
children revealed that their embodiment of these habitual routines is never 
straightforward or easy because their corporeality was often made problematic in 
terms of the spatiality of the situation. These felt differences are highlighted 
throughout this ‘journey.’ 
Starting at home, the Pre-Journey lived movement involves planning and 
thinking about going out because past encounters of inhabiting and participating in 
spaces were difficult and at times immobilising. Deciding whether to avoid going 
out or go out by finding a way or picking and choosing where to go, is based on a 
number of considerations, as illustrated by M5: ‘Is it going to be suitable when you 
get there, for not just places in the community but people’s home and you know if 
it doesn’t suit you don’t get to go, or someone doesn’t get to go anyway.’ Up to 10 
considerations were located in their accounts that needed to be thought through and 
weighed up to make decisions, particularly in non-compulsory environments such 
as leisure pursuits, social outings or to run errands (see Table 1). 
 
Table 1: Conditions influencing the decision to go out. 
 
Conditions 
Value of going  Time  
Alternatives  Spatial mobility  
Past Experience Physical Form and layout  
Resources Distance  
Conveniences Climate 
 
In deciding to go out, the next part of the journey is the physical act of getting 
out the door (Onset lived movement), which involves two body ballets: Leaving the 
Door and Getting into the Car. The physical act of leaving the door was found to 
be dependent on others due to their physical needs and no access to assistive 
technologies, such as environmental control units, which enable their autonomy to 
open doors.  The novelty of having the freedom to open the door through the use of 
assistive technology is illustrated by P2/M2: 
 
Int: Like open a door?  
M2: Yeah, like x does in America. Their whole house has the 
button…you [P2] sat there all afternoon…thinking it was great that you 
could open and close doors and run in and out of the house. 
 
Once outside the door the next task is to load into the vehicle. For children who 
embodied wheelchairs, their body ballet is revealed as more time-intensive and 
different depending on the type of family vehicle. For example, P2 and P1 had a 
family vehicle that accepted their habitual body, whereas P4, P5 and P7 did not 
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have an accessible family vehicle that accommodated their habitual body. In the 
latter case, the parents described the act of ‘transferring,’ as having to manually lift 
the child out of their wheelchair and move them into the back seat of the vehicle, 
an act described as increasingly difficult with their growth in age and weight. The 
cumbersome ballet was found to invariably influence the occurrence of going out, 
as illustrated by D1:  
 
D1: …I just don’t know how we got along for so long without it. 
…transferring to the manual chair… little things like being about to go 
out to dinner or lunch or to the café it was too much hassle before. 
 
The interaction between the family vehicle and child’s body was revealed as a 
critical point located in their journey, having an impact on both the child’s and 
their family’s motility. 
Once on the journey, the next lived movement performed is gaining entry to the 
intended space. The first body ballet, finding a car-park, was not a straightforward 
act if requiring a wheelchair-accessible car parking bay. Three problems make the 
act difficult: the design of the car park, number of allocated wheelchair-accessible 
parks, and parks taken by people without permits. P4 illustrates the felt impact of 
such an act: ‘…people just go in the disabled parking cause they think normal 
parking, they just think they can just park there whenever they want.’  
Using standard parking bays is not an option for 6 of the children (P1, P2, P4, 
P5, P7, P8) because the bays are not wide enough:  
 
M7: It’s hard getting him out of the car without a wider park. Because P7 
Is not transported in his chair, he sits in a car seat. Getting in and out is a 
drag. 
 
When unable to find a suitable and safe car-park to get in and out of, the journey 
may be discontinued, as illustrated by P2’ mother:  
 
M2: I have been to the shops with P2 and I have not been able to get a 
park where it was not safe enough to unload P2 and we’ve had to come 
back.   
 
When the car-park can be navigated, the body ballet of getting out of the car is 
performed.  
The changeable conditions and hazards associated with the spatiality of the 
situation meant the act was, at times, felt to be ‘dangerous’ and ‘ridiculous,’ as 
illustrated by P2: ‘like today like, I had to get out and then turn around and I was in 
the middle of the road where I was about to get hit.’ Image 4 captures p2 
performing the body ballet in a local carpark, as well as the act of the ‘human 
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shields;’18 employed by parents and/or carers as a mitigation strategy to reduce the 




Image 4: Performing the dangerous ballet at P2’s regular hangout.  
Image courtesy of Lisa Stafford. 
 
When the child/family happens to get out of the car, the next body ballet is getting 
inside the spaces, which is felt to be complicated, lengthy and/ or hazardous due to 
multiple hazards (e.g. objects, other people’s behaviours, poor design). For 
example, P8 describes the impact of a long walk to the entry, which has been 
referred to by participants as the ‘long way around:’ 
 
The disabled parking is suppose to be close …It is over there and I can’t, by the 
time I get there its like oh my god this is suppose to be disabled parking. By the 
time I get there I’m poufed [tired]. 
 
The pedestrian’s path of travel from outside to inside was often felt to lack thought 
from developers and designers, particularly about how people moved through 
space. This is captured by M5 and Image 6:  
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…the access for pedestrians there is just ridiculous. Their footpaths at the 
front of shops are narrow and there are some parts where it says no 




Image 5: Movement through space by pedestrians, a design afterthought. 
Image courtesy of Lisa Stafford. 
 
The lived movement of gaining entry was another critical point in their journey 
and was revealed to influence the (re)production of differences in their 
experiences. This is illustrated through the acts and decisions performed by the 
families, such as the decision to ‘avoid going,’ as illustrated by M4:  
 
M4: What this means to us [our family] is that it makes it so difficult to 
take P4 to the shops. We avoid it. …and I try never to go to the shops 
with the kids unless I have to take them. 
 
Another strategy employed by families to ensure their appearance in the urban 
world, is to tolerate discrimination as part of everyday life:  
 
M2: ….I guess what happens is you just end up getting over the hurdles 
and you don’t see it them as hurdles any more. And if something is easy, 
you’re like oh my goodness that’s easy, it’s a bonus. 
 
 When one does gain entry, the next movement is becoming involved within the 
space. A critical point tied to one’s affordance of genuine participation, is the felt 
responsiveness of the space to the needs of the children and their families. Four 
features shape this: the rules, the physical form, resourcing (knowledge, support, 
equipment/technology, time), and actions of others. An example of affordance was 
revealed by P7, who described having the opportunity to compete in the school’s 
The Habitual Rhythms of Becoming-Involved  
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400m running race alongside his peers by his habitual way (body + power 
wheelchair) and how this involvement evoked a sense of existential insideness.  
   Unfortunately, experiences of genuine-participation were not frequently 
encountered, as the children’s environment(s) were often not responsive to their 
needs, contributing to partial or non-involvement. Both types of non-genuine 
participation were considered boring by the children: ‘it’s boring watching others 
(P1),’ and could also evoke a sense of existential outsideness, as captured by p7’s 
feeling of ‘alone (see Image 6).’ In summary, the findings presented here provide 





Image 6: Existential outsideness felt from being denied entry. 
Image courtesy of Mayer-Johnson LLC.19 
 
5.  Discussion and Conclusion  
The lived problematic encounters located throughout the journey of the eight 
children participants were critical points in shaping their felt experiences. The 
children and their families felt that these difficulties were because of how others 
and systems perceive their body. For example, those with visible physical 
conditions felt that they were often overlooked because of assumptions about their 
capacity or safety, whereas those with invisible conditions, such as juvenile 
idiopathic arthritis, reported being disbelieved as to their felt fatigue and pain in 
performance. 
Studies by both Scully and Tombs20 reveal how one’s value and recognition is 
tied to the corporeal form. They illustrate how ‘normal’ corporeal form (upright 
forward facing adult body) is assigned value and autonomy,21 where bodies that 
vary from this norm lose autonomy and value. Such perceptions influence the 
spatiality of the situation, which impact on one’s motility and level of involvement 
in opportunity, affordance, enjoyment and/ or sense of place, as illustrated by 
children and their families in this study. There are many implications of the 
findings; one critically important implication is that an understanding of the 
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experience of children with diverse mobility requires us to move beyond 
discourses of ‘participation’ to the spatial, temporal and embodied dimensions of 
everyday urban life. This paper illustrates that together these perspectives allow us 
to see the crucial role of unnoticed aspects of everyday experience as crucial to 
urban life. The embodiment of the wheelchair, the experiences of entering or 
leaving houses and cars stand as examples of these experiences. These insights 
require  three reframes: reframing the body-in-space to reflect the diversity of the 
corporeal form and movement, reframing the social group childhood to reflect the 
heterogeneity of this group, and reframing participation to reflect both the 
becoming and being involved that forms the whole experience. 
There is so much more to learn about children’s participation. However this 
study has made a contribution to understanding participation as a holistic 
phenomenon grounded in the everyday encounters of children with diverse 
mobility. The illumination of the critical points in the (re)production of differences 
in experience locate where future interventions in policy, programming and design 
can be made to make real and sustainable changes to lives of children and their 
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